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This article introduces the contributions in this volume by situating ‘youth language’ within 
the approach of language use as a social practice. It argues that a study of Indonesian and 
Malaysian youth language must begin with the assumption that multiple languages, 
varieties and registers form part of the usual pool of resources that youth call upon in 
interaction. The article points out with regard to the Indonesian youth register, bahasa gaul, 
that although the register is at times viewed negatively, the different forms of its uptake 
suggest that it is also considered as an opportunity to engage with youth.  
 
1. Clearing the ground 
 
The title of this volume, Youth language in Indonesia and Malaysia, seems self-
explanatory. The term ‘youth language’, at the simplest level of interpretation, can be 
understood as referring to the language used by young people. The addition of 
‘Indonesia and Malaysia’ in the wording tells the reader that the volume is devoted to 
the study of language as it is used by youth in Indonesia and Malaysia. While this is 
certainly what this volume is about, the title also raises questions about what one means 
by ‘youth language’. Who are this ‘youth’, and more specifically ‘Indonesian and 
Malaysian youth’, whose ‘language’ we are examining? What is it about their ‘language’ 
that can be suitably conceived of as the ‘youth language’ of Indonesia or Malaysia? 
These questions become important particularly when considered in light of recent 
research on the relation between youth and language where the conceptual lens has 
moved away from viewing language as a bounded system toward approaching it as a 
social practice.  
The category ‘youth’, as scholars have noted, cannot be defined in terms of age and 
social institution alone (Androutsopoulos & Georgakopoulou 2003: 2). In their seminal 
work on youth culture, Wyn and White (1997: 8) note that early research on youth had 
assumed an age-based understanding of the category. They point out that this is an 
assumption inherited from developmental psychology where youth is understood in 
terms of “universal stages of development, identity formation, normative behaviour and 
the relationship between social and physical maturation”. In this approach youth is 
viewed as a life stage, a transition to adulthood marked by change and instability, and 
fraught with social difficulties. This view is reflected in earlier studies where an 
emphasis is placed on the problematic nature of the transition. But as Wyn and White 
(1997: 9) argue, the view of youth as “non-adults” is a western ideal that doesn’t reflect 
the experiences of youth globally. Many young people in other parts of the world may 
not experience this life stage at all as their social circumstances and expectations put 
them in adult roles and carry out adult tasks, such as caring for family members and 
being in the labour force. By universalising youth one therefore misses an important 
point that experiences of youth are widely varied, as are young people’s responses to 
those experiences. A preferable approach, in their view, is to regard youth as a relational 
concept, as “the social processes whereby age is socially constructed, institutionalised 
and controlled in historically and culturally specific ways” (Wyn & White 1997: 9). In 
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this approach, ‘age’ is understood as socially based and tied to cultural and historical 
contexts (also see Wyn 2005). Thurlow (2005: 20) goes further in de-emphasising the 
developmental-based view of age by saying that age is only one of the many identities 
that youth, like adults, identify themselves with: “like adults, age is one of any number 
of identities they may orient to (e.g., ethnicity, class, nationality, institution, physical 
ability, sexuality, gender).”  
The ‘youth’ whose ‘language’ is featured in this volume are Indonesian and Malaysian 
speakers engaged in informal interaction at university and home settings (Ewing, 
Manns), vocational school (Tamtomo), social media spaces (Hoogervorst, Tamtomo), in 
fictional representation (Ewing), and those identified in terms of regional affiliation 
(Bowden). Sociolinguists have argued that the term ‘language’, when used to refer to 
the different ways that youth communicate with each other in the social world is far 
from adequate. This is because the term is often used in a manner that suggests a 
conceptualization of language as an objectively bounded system. Heller (2007: 1) 
argues that this is a legacy of the period around the nineteenth century when discourses 
on language were largely intertwined with the ideology of nation and state. In such 
discourses, the diversity of language practices is backgrounded in favour of viewing 
language as an objectively discrete system. Heller (2007: 2) argues that as contemporary 
linguistic practices continue to challenge boundaries, a more appropriate approach is to 
consider language as resources that speakers can draw as they traverse within the 
largely unequal social and discursive spaces. This view of language use is now widely 
adopted in sociolinguistics. My purpose here is to consider the articles in this volume 
within this current thinking. I explain why the term ‘youth language’ is nevertheless 
retained in the volume’s title instead of an alternative that may carry less ideological 
burden such as “urban vernaculars” (Rampton 2010) or “linguistic practices” (Nortier 
and Svendsen 2015).  
The objection to the term ‘youth language’ and its equivalents in European languages 
such as langue des jeunes or parler jeune in French, lingua dei giovani in Italian, 
Jugendsprache in German, and ungdomsspräk in Swedish is concerned with the 
tendency in public discourse to associate youth language with “bad language” (Ammon 
et al. 2004: 1496). Cornips et al. (2015: 46) argue that using these labels has “serious 
ideological implications” both in academic and public contexts on the way certain 
groups of young people are perceived. Sociolinguists may use terms such as ‘youth 
language’ and its equivalents without any intention to shed a negative light on the 
speakers of the ‘language’, but these terms may be taken up in public discourse to 
project youth as a linguistically incompetent social group. For example, the Dutch term 
straattaal ‘street language’ which was popularised by the Dutch linguist René Appel in 
1990 to describe the “mixed language” of Amsterdam youth was initially used in 
academic discourse to refer to urban youth varieties characterised by different degrees 
of phonological and grammatical influences from immigrant languages and American 
English. However, in public discourse it has had the unfortunate fate of being associated 
with linguistic defiance, leading to the stereotyping of youth from ethnic minorities as 
speakers lacking competence in standard Dutch.  
Cornips et al. (2015: 67) are concerned that terms such as ‘youth language’ and 
‘ethnolects’ may reinvigorate interest in viewing language as bounded and would limit 
analyses to only practices that can be thought of as defying language. But they also 
admit that there is no easy solution to the terminology problem. Sociolinguists who 
forego these terms in favour of unfamiliar labels when writing for the wider public may 
run the risk of making themselves incomprehensible. Meanwhile, even an alternative 
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term such as “urban vernaculars” (Rampton 2010) is not ideology-free. To get around 
this, they recommend that linguists treat labels as “tools for engaging in a language-
ideological struggle over what is to be seen as an attractive, legitimate way of speaking” 
(2015: 65), or follow Rampton (2010: 3; cited in Cornips et al. 2015: 65) in treating 
labels as “ideological stories that people use to group certain signs, practices and 
persons together, positioning them in general social processes, differentiating them from 
others, aligning them with particular histories, trajectories and destinies”.  
We follow the recommendation and use the term ‘youth language’ in this volume both 
in the sense of “tools” for explaining the many ways in which youth draw on linguistic 
resources from multiple levels, from word, phrase, construction, discourse, to 
paralinguistic and graphic representations, in order to construct meaning in spoken and 
written interaction. This definition is similar to that given in Ammon et al. (2004: 1496) 
which says that youth language concerns “all patterns of language use in the social age 
of adolescence, encompassing all ranges of linguistic description as well as a variety of 
research questions and topics within sociolinguistics”. (We note, however, that the 
studies in this volume are not limited to the language of adolescents.) We also follow 
Rampton (2010) in viewing youth language as “ideological stories” that position youth 
in relation to social processes and with respect to others. All these senses of the term 
underline language as a social practice. In multilingual Indonesia and Malaysia, as in 
many other parts of the world, a study of youth language therefore begins with the 
assumption that multiple languages, language varieties, and registers are part of the 
usual pool of resources available to youth in interaction (cf. Blommaert & Rampton 
2011).  
 
 
2. Youth language in the public imagination  
 
Youth language is a topic that attracts keen interest from the public in Indonesia, 
Malaysia and elsewhere, for various reasons. In Indonesia and Malaysia, labels 
comparable to ‘youth language’ such as bahasa remaja ‘teen/youth language’ (see 
Hoogervorst, this volume) and bahasa gaul ‘language of sociability’ have been talked 
or written about in both favourable and unfavourable ways. Favourable treatments can 
be found, for example, in cases where these terms are used to highlight young people as 
a linguistically creative social group, such as in films and television shows, teen 
magazines, and texts aimed at encouraging political participation among youth (cf. 
Carter & Allan 2005). The notion of “bad language” is invoked particularly when the 
discussion centres on youth practices in domains normatively associated with the 
standard language such as written literature and academic texts. In these domains, the 
use of youth language is often dismissed as carelessness and a sign of under-developed 
writing skills (see Djenar 2015: 227 for teen fiction).  
There is a similarity between Europe and Indonesia/Malaysia in terms of the tendency 
in public discourse to present youth practices in a negative light. Criticisms of youth 
language in Indonesia are often accompanied by a call for a more effective language 
instruction at schools to show young people how to use ‘correct’ Indonesian. This kind 
of ‘moral panic’ is similar to that in the UK concerning English (Cameron 1995). The 
situation in Malaysia, is less known (see Hoogervorst, this volume). However, given a 
similar pattern reported by Cornips et al. (also Thurlow 2005; Thurlow & Bell 2009) for 
other parts of the world, it would not be surprising to find Malaysian youth practices 
being similarly treated in public discourse. The interesting question is how the 
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criticisms are expressed. For example, are they justified on moral grounds and also 
heavily couched in terms of the acquisition of literacy skills and maintenance of the 
standard language as they often are in Indonesia?  
In his article, Hoogervorst hints that the slow uptake of research on the colloquial Malay 
varieties in Malaysia is possibly due to the heavy emphasis on language purity in 
institutional and public discourses. This ‘standard ideology’ (Milroy & Milroy 1985) 
also prevails in Indonesia. However, with the advent of democratisation and 
decentralisation that began in the late 1990s, the previously aggressive promotion of 
standard Indonesian by the government gave way to reduced state control on language 
use and less rigid gatekeeping methods. Moreover, with approximately 95-97% of the 
population now fluent in Indonesian and speak it as their first language come greater 
recognition that informal Indonesian (including the nationally salient gaul register) is in 
fact part and parcel of the same language, and not an objectively separate ‘language’ as 
previously talked about in public discourse.1  
 
 
3. Uptake of youth language in Indonesia 
 
The shift in the public perception of gaul can be seen in the different forms of uptake of 
this register. A good example of such forms is the critically acclaimed film Ada Apa 
Dengan Cinta ‘What’s with Love’ (henceforth AADC). Released in 2002, the film is 
basically a teen romance set against the backdrop of a newly democratised Indonesia 
where remnants of the voices of the old authoritarian regime still prevailed. The film 
producer Mira Lesmana revealed at the time that she wanted the dialogue in the film to 
be an accurate portrayal of the speech style of Jakartan youth (Prananto 2001). In this 
sense the film departs significantly from its predecessors (e.g., Gita Cinta dari SMA 
‘Love Melody of High School’ and Puspa Indah Taman Hati ‘Beautiful Flower in the 
Garden of the Heart’, both released in 1979) where the dialogue is dramatized in 
standard Indonesian. AADC reifies the typified gaul speakers as cosmopolitan, middle-
class urban youth.  
Registers become entrenched through a process of circulation and recirculation (Agha 
2003). By picking up on a register that was already in circulation, and through its 
success in attracting youth audience, AADC becomes a catalyst for a further spread of 
gaul. This can be seen for example, in the uptake of the intensifier ya iyalah ‘but of 
course’, an expression used by the characters which has now become a common 
expression in youth interaction, including among Malang youth (Manns, this volume). 
This expression is also used as a song title, in twitter hashtags, and numerous blog 
postings. Ya iyalah has even been described as an attitude (Citraningrum 2015). So 
called mentalitas ya iyalah ‘but-of-course type of attitude’ describes the attitude of a 
person who easily assumes that something must be the way it is and asserts it as such. A 
speaker who uses ya iyalah claims knowledge about a certain state of affairs without the 
need to give evidence for it.  
Another form of uptake of gaul can be seen in the creation of newspaper sections 
dedicated to youth readers. In recent years, two major newspapers have reserved a 
                                                
1 The accurate figure of first language speakers of Indonesian is unknown; the numbers given by 
Ethnologue (http://www.ethnologue.com/language/ind) are 15 years old. The current estimate is obtained 
from http://ipll.manoa.hawaii.edu/indonesian/2012/03/10/how-many-people-speak-indonesian/, accessed 
11 September 2015.  
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substantial space in their publications for news reports on youth activities, written by 
youth reporters. This initiative has been motivated by the recognition that youth 
population in Indonesia is relatively large and therefore provides an opportunity for 
increase in the size of readership.2  The two youth sections, detEksi and KeKeR, are 
published by Jawa Pos and Fajar respectively. These newspapers have headquarters in 
two major cities in western and eastern regions of Indonesia, respectively. Surabaya, 
where the main headquarter of Jawa Pos is located, is the second largest city in 
Indonesia, while Makassar, the location of Fajar’s headquarters, is the largest city in 
eastern Indonesia.3 detEksi was created in 1999 and occupies 3 whole pages of Jawa 
Pos’s daily ‘Metropolitan’ section. In 2011 it won the World Young Reader of the Year 
Award, an annual award presented by a global organisation of the world’s press, the 
World Association of Newspapers and News Publishers. Inspired by this success, Fajar 
newspaper created KeKeR (acronym for Kegiatan Kreativitas Remaja ‘Youth Creative 
Activity’). The articles in detEksi and KeKeR are written in a style that heavily 
incorporates gaul elements, in contrast to the rest of the newspapers which is written 
mainly in standard Indonesian. The use of gaul in these newspapers is symbolic and 
significant. First, it is a recognition at a national scale of youth’s literacy skills, and 
second, it positions gaul as a respectable register worthy of being included in a domain 
(newspaper) and genre (news reporting) typically reserved for standard Indonesian.  
The two examples of uptake illustrate that despite the similarity in the tendency to view 
youth language negatively there is a difference between Indonesia/Malaysia and Europe 
in the way it is responded to in the public sphere. The uptake of gaul in films and 
newspapers also suggests a difference in the way it is linked to the social status of the 
speakers. As Smith-Hefner (2007) points out, the emergence of gaul in Indonesia is due 
to a large degree to the growth of the middle class and democratisation. Gaul users are 
typified as educated young Indonesians who aspire to social and economic mobility, and 
embrace a cosmopolitan outlook (Smith-Hefner 2007: 184). In this sense, gaul carries a 
different social indexicality from straattaal.4 Though gaul is not the institutionally 
“legitimate way of speaking”, it is the socially “attractive” way of speaking due to its 
association with the orientation of its users. Unlike in the Netherlands where public 
discourse on straattaal cast immigrant youth as linguistically incompetent and by 
implication, socially problematic, public debates in contemporary Indonesia (and 
possibly Malaysia) have often centred around the concern for the increased 
colloquialisation that results from the increased uptake of youth language. For some, 
such as educators with a purist outlook, this trend is worrying, but for others (e.g., 
newspaper companies), youth and their language provides a strategic opportunity for 
engagement.   
 
 
4. The contributions in this volume 
 
The articles in this volume make clear that youth practices cannot be described solely in 
terms of a simple opposition between standard and informal language. Bowden’s article 
                                                
2 According to an estimate, 14.1% of the country’s population are aged between 15 and 24 years in 2014 
(http://www.indexmundi.com/indonesia/demographics_profile.html, accessed 30 November 2015).  
3 Both detEksi and KekeR also have their own online sites (see www.deteksijawapos.com and 
www.keker.co.id respectively).  
4 Though the term bahasa gaul is positively valued as the speech style of middle class youth, the term 
anak gaul ‘lit. sociable kid’ carries a negative connotation. It is commonly used to refer to badly behaving 
youth (e.g., those involved in school brawls) or unemployed youth.  
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examines the different mechanisms for forming slang words in Jakartan Indonesian and 
highlights borrowing from multiple languages (Javanese, Hokkien, and English) as part 
of those mechanisms.  
Hoogervorst’s study also discusses slang but he does this as part of a broader discussion 
of processes of lexical formation in West Malaysian youth language. Like Bowden, 
Hoogervorst highlights the multilingual origin of this youth language, which, in 
addition to Hokkien and English, includes Tamil, Korean, and Cantonese.  
The article by Ewing moves beyond the study of lexical formation to show that an 
analysis of different syntactic constructions involving one linguistic element can 
fruitfully illuminate how grammar can index youth informality. Focusing on kalau 
constructions in conversation and two genres of written texts, Ewing argues that the 
traditional approaches which treat kalau as an equivalent of English conditional ‘if’ 
cannot adequately explain its non-clausal use. A more satisfactory approach is to 
consider kalau as a framing device that can have conditional as well as other functions 
such as to introduce the topic NP. The prevalence of topic-NP kalau in conversation and 
youth texts suggests that this frame is used to signal youth involvement.   
Like Ewing, Manns also draws on the notion of framing in his analysis of address terms 
in Malang youth conversation. However, unlike Ewing who discusses framing as a 
syntactic device, Manns approaches framing at event level, in the sense of Goffman 
(1974). Following Coupland (2007), Manns distinguishes between cultural, 
interpersonal, and genre-based framing, and argues that Malang youth use address terms 
from Indonesian, Javanese, English, or Arabic to construct or respond to different 
cultural and interpersonal frames, and enact stances in interaction.  
The article by Tamtomo reminds us that it would be mistaken to limit our understanding 
of Indonesian youth language to bahasa gaul. Examining spoken interaction among 
adolescents at a vocational school in Semarang (Central Java) and the written texts they 
produced for school purposes, Tamtomo shows the intimate connection between written 
language and the process of its production, and between the languages in the students’ 
repertoire. Tamtomo argues that, although standard Indonesian is part of that repertoire, 
students are aware of the normative boundaries between it and the other 
languages/varieties they use, such as Javanese and informal Indonesian. 
The collection of articles in this volume, albeit small in number, represent early as well 
as recent advances in the study of youth language more generally. The topic of 
Bowden’s study (slang), as noted by Bucholtz (2000: 282), is “among the linguistic 
phenomena most widely investigated in relation to youth culture”.5 Systematic and 
detailed studies of Indonesian and Malaysian slang are few, particularly ones that 
addresses the difficulties in defining slang as a category. Bowden’s study provides a 
useful point for further exploration of the topic. Hoogervorst’s article situates slang 
within the broader processes of lexical formation in West Malaysian youth language. 
Manns’s study on address terms extends earlier studies on the topic (e.g., Djenar 2006, 
2008) by applying the concepts of stance and framing to explain the dynamics of 
address in face-to-face interaction. Ewing’s study fills a gap in the previous studies on 
Indonesian youth language by demonstrating how an aspect of grammar can be 
productively analysed to show its emergent function as an index of youth involvement. 
Finally, drawing on recent approaches to multilingualism and literacy practices (see 
                                                
5 Stenström et al. (2002: 63-106) devote an entire chapter to slang (see chapter 4 “Slanguage”), indicating 
its significance in the data they investigated.  
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Blommaert 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2010, cited in Tamtomo, this volume), Tamtomo’s 
article reaffirms two important points in our understanding of Indonesian youth 
language. First, it is necessarily multi-modal and multilingual. Second, youth use 
languages to attend to different purposes, some requiring them to make a sharp 
distinction between standard “monologic” language and the languages of informal 
interaction, the ideologies attached to the languages being constantly in competition as 
they fill those purposes. We hope that the studies presented here will stimulate further 
research on youth practices in Indonesia and Malaysia, particularly practices in regions 
beyond Java and West Malaysia.  
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